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t is a pleasure to be here at Bank Street for this Barbara Biber Lecture.

I

As many of you know, Bank Street is for me a very special place, full of a history I admire greatly, given life by a corps of inspiring women who understood what it meant to take children seriously, to see in their development
something worthy of thoughtful investigation. Bank Street's traditions are selfconsciously progressive, taking over the years the best of progressivism's longstanding philosophy and practice and transforming it for changing circumstances, always careful not to compromise its powerful democratic character.
As an educator now entering my 42nd year, I have literally grown up with
Harriet Johnson's keen observations of children in The Nurse,y School; Caroline
Pratt's inspiring work, Learning from Children; Lucy Sprague Mitchell's explorations of Young Geographers and The Here and Now Stmy Book; Elizabeth Irwin's
studies at the Little Red School House; Charlotte Winsor's Long Trips and commitment to co mmunity studies; Ibby Gilkerson's long-lived enthusiasm for children's play; Dorothy Cohen's wise directions for the elementary school years;
Edna Shapiro's thoughtful work around patterns of growth and program evaluation; and Barbara Biber's extensive, never-ending studies of children's development; and I am hardly through the full litany, knowing I haven't yet accounted for
all the giants on whose shoulders so many of us stand. This is all to say, Bank
Street is an institution with traditions hard not to love.
Because this lecture is dedicated to Barbara Biber, I want to offer a brief
perspective on her work before I get to the subject of my presentation: "What
Should We Make of Standards?" We could certainly use Barbara's ongoing voice
today as this current Standards movement takes form, rooted as it is in a belief
that the critical educational directions for children and young people can be set

far away from where the children and young people actually sit day in and day out.
Barbara would find such a direction quite odd, certainly wondering how we had
come to lose so much trust of children's capacities, their ongoing intrinsic desire
and need to make sense of the world. She noted in this regard:
Given half a chance, the young healthy child will set up an endless stream of
experiments. These will involve him in pushing and pulling, putting in and
taking out, running and jumping, sliding, covering and uncovering, closing
and opening, climbing up and cli mbing down.
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I like the movement in this language. It captures well the life we know so well.
Barbara put into words what parents know when left to their own understandings- that children walk and jump in their own time, not when someone
who doesn't know them at all thinks they should do so. One of our sons, not yet
a parent, recently spent three days visiting his brother and sister-in-law and their
18-month-old son. He commented that this child, Nicholas, who is amazingly
active, should be observed closely by scholars who do child watching. He thought
tl1ey would be in awe of this child's purposefulness, his moving right to objects
that attract his attention, his persistence once he reaches his destination. Barbara
Biber had observed many hundreds of such children. She was in awe of each and
every one, recognizing early on their internal gyroscopes. From her years of observational studies, she understood that learning grows from the kind of natural
impulse and interest, curiosity and creativity, intention and wonder that Nicholas,
and all other young children, exhibit each day.
Throughout her professional life, Barbara maintained her faith in the child
as a thinking, capable person, always learning. She could not fathom talk of nonlearning children. She also understood, with Piaget and Dewey, that knowledge
is not absorbed in its established form, it is constructed individually, when school
makes it possible for children to initiate the search to know and understand. This
principle of action is fulfilled when the school is designed as an opportunity for
exploring, questioning, experimenting, searching, and problem solving. I like very
much Barbara's formulation of the school as an opportunity as opposed to the
school as institution.
It has been very hard to get that kind of school-one designed as an
opportunity for children to explore and question and search-but when we get
it, it is like the blossoming of spring flowers. It dazzles, giving us so much optimism about life. I worry that it will be harder to get such blossoming with the
frost of all the external standard setting-this hard-edged language of certainty
and boundaries. In Barbara's terms, schools begin to work when teachers and
children, in a local setting, are ongoing partners in the educational processeach being active, each having a strong role, each having important questions
and purposes, each engaged in ongoing inquiry. In this sense, Barbara understood well the social nature of the school, the need for teachers and children,
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children and children to be in an ongoing dialogue. She was a lifelong believer
in the power of collective thought.
I raise the foregoing-this tie to Barbara Biber's work-because we live at
a time when a distancing, uninspiring, heavily technological language is beginning to capture so much of the public discourse of education. I include in this
much of the Standards' language, especially such talk, as "systemic reform,'' "scaling-up," "getting to the Standard," "gates," "retention," and "high stakes." Under
these circumstances, it is useful to make reco1111ectio11s to persons such as Barbara
Biber who speak with such moral and intellectual authority.
And now to Standards, the formulation that has come over the past five
years to dominate the educational discourse. Virtually every state and every major
city is now engaged in the establishment of learning standards-these elaborate
listings of what students are expected to know and be able to do, grade level by
grade level. And these standards are being matched by tests, beginning in grade
three, with the understanding that there must be hurdles to get over, "assuring"
that "only the worthy, those who have worked hard, learned the lessons well," will
advance. The logic is, of course, appealing. We come to an agreement on what
students should know, getting all that up front; then we teach what we have
agreed they should know; then we give a test on the precise knowledge we have
taught them. We are being told, of course, that we have never done anything like
this before. We are also being told that this standards agenda is the last chance
for public education to prove itself-a make or break time.
So what do we make of all this? The polls suggest that this is all quite
wonderful, that learning will finally occur in the schools. America, it is suggested, will, by setting precise learning standards and giving more tests, be saved from
becoming a second-class nation. (Though we are left to ask, "Why is our economy so strong? Why is unemployment at a record low point? Why is U.S. productivity so much greater than that of other industrialized countries? Apparently,
when things are working at an economic, material level-and that is hardly
the way I prefer to think about the good-it has little to do with the schools.
How do we explain this?)
I would like to bring some historical context to the current circumstances,
as well as to suggest some of the dilemmas. I do so with the belief that we should
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question the directions we are being asked to pursue in the schools, even as we
affirm the ongoing need to provide our students with a powerful education, an
ability to be in a position to "change the world," to use a Piagetian formulation.
The need to bring a larger array of voices to the debate is great. Currently, the
voices of those closest to classrooms- closest to children and young peopleseem qujte absent. W hy is it that those who speak so confiden tly, who seem to
know so much about children's development and needs, and what will serve
them best, stand so far away from classrooms, children, and young people? From
a distance everything appears so simple- a few rigorous tests will certainly fix
things, even though tests have been around for a long time and they somehow
have n't made the world right. You must know that I d on't expect more tests to
ever make the world right.
In saying this, I am drawn back to a Follow Through meeti ng in the mid
to late 70s i11 Albany in which Bank Street's D orothy Cohen made a wonderful
presentation about children's needs only to have virtually everything she said
rebutted by two very young psychologists who had done, as they pointed out, laboratory research. T hey had given hosts of tests to individual children, demonstrating "without question" how children learned. T hey made clear that they were
engaged in real science, dismissing D orothy's observations as some sort of naive
folk knowledge, lacking a scientific base. They, after all, h ad spent a few months
in a laboratory setting. D orothy had only spent four or five decades close to children. They truly knew; D orothy just didn't. They spoke with so much au thority
that few in the audience seemed willing to challenge them. They were, though,
without question, the "emperors without clothes." Unfortunately, many of those
emperors are back again with more prescriptions fo r making the world right.
A productive place to enter thjs current conversation about Standards is to
consider the definitional complexities. T here is, as it turns out, no unambiguous
definition to be found anywhere in the standards-based literature-at least not a
definition that matches well what most people understand to connote standards. One
dilemma here is that we all have long histories with standards-it is a word, a fornmlation we regularly use in the most casual of conversations. And, by and large, all
our uses seem to denote the better. Everyone seems to agree that "we need higher
standa,ds''-for cleanliness, for the treatment of the ill, for civility, for children's tel-
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evision, for the political process, even for schools. Obviously, higher standards-the
better-are always possible. But what does it mean to say we need higher standards,
whatever the subject matter? "The Boston Celtics," a New York Times sports reporter
noted recently, "set the standard for team play in the 1960s." How clear is that? Is it
unambiguous? Does it call for a lot of discussion to make it clear? Would Bill
Bradley, Willis Reed, and Dave DeBusschere agree? (For those who are too young,
they played for a Knicks' championship team in the early 6os.) Does it matter if they
have a different understanding? And it is often said that "Robert frost set the standmd for American poets." Do we need such a pronouncement? How does that help

us read Richard Wilbur, Langston Hughes, Walt Whitman, or William Carlos
Williams? Additionally, you have likely seen the United Airlines advertisement, "By
the year 2000, all airlines will have to meet tough federal standards for noise." Here,
standards means a minimal level--a threshold-that will be deemed acceptable.
Meeting the threshold is all that is required, going beyond it is not. (How does such
a threshold get set? Would we agree with it? Do those who live close to airports agree
with it? Does that matter?) Standards are also discussed around values. A recent
Boston Globe editorial suggested, in relation to a particular program, "journalistic
standards at CBS News have declined." CBS refoted the accusation but pointed to the
low standards of NBC. In a later news column, Tom Brokaw of NBC News was quoted as follows: "The standards at CBS are no better than ours."
What do standards mean in these cases? Will we each have different
understandings or is there a common understanding?Think about all the uses you
hear day in and day out. Most of them, you will find, don't match the current use
in educational ci_rcles-that fourth graders will be able to do x and y. "Standard"
as a term is so commonplace for us, we may well assume a meaning-but does our
meaning translate into a common meaning? Should it? Does every meaning
demand a context? The word also has a history. Kathe Jarvis notes that if we go
back in time, standa1d carried the meaning of "stretching out ... when applied to
children, it carried the idea of expanding their reach, their horizons- to achieve
what they value". That represents a different idea all together. It is clearly not the
way standard is being used in the current school discourse.
D ebbie Meier, a prominent Bank Street graduate, in a presentation at
Harvard a few months ago, suggested that she liked the idea of a standard as a ban-
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ner, a lead-in to school-community debate about such things as "an educated person," and "content worth understanding," but not standards as "answers." She cautioned us to "watch out whenever you get the desire to set things straight." I think
her perceptions are important. W e are, though, in a period when setting things
straight is what the standards-based reform advocates seem to be about. They have
fi rm answers to the question of what every third grader shouJd know and be able
to do, and it isn't open for much debate at the school level. Moreover, it isn't about
"considerations of an educated person." They genuinely believe they have the formula, the new "best system." They want to set things straight.
What is curious in all the talk about standards is how fatle acknowledgment exists about children and young people not only holding standards but needing to be always working toward next standards, another level. In the best of
learning environments, standards have an active, dynamic quality. They are not
fixed. Anyone who has spent time closely observing children and young people,
paying attention to their intentions, knows that there is this active side to standards. Patricia Carini, long a friend of Bank Street, notes in this regard:
By working as 1 did fo r most of my professional life in [The Prospect
School], I was mainly in the midst of children playing, talking, drawing and
making things together. I was struck with how the give and take among children in a climate that offered plentiful time and materials influenced standards. It was a context in which standards could and did arise. I t was a context in which standards could also be altered and reworked. That happened
because the children were much in the company of each other and in the
company of each o ther's work. In that physically and active workplace with
many projects in the making, an idea or process sometimes gets carried further than what had happened before. What hadn't seemed doable proved
through some child's efforts to be possible.

Many of you here have seen the wo rk of children at Prospect. When
teachers view the paintings of 13-year-olds- the work of an entire Prospect
class- they often remark, "How is it that the quality for all the children is so
high ?" "Most of my children," they say, "aren't interested in painting beyond second grade." Pat suggests that painting continued for chddren at Prospect because
it never stopped being a central aspect of school life, and the quality got better
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and better over time because of the dynamic character of children's internal standards that had a place/space to function. Art historians, writing about the Italian
Renaissance, note something very similar about standards being set and reset as
painters and sculptors engaged in real work and observed one another's work in
public exhibitions.
My experience is similar. When the first child in a classroom writes a novel,
novels become possible for others. When the first student uses visuals to buttress
an argument, more visuals appear with student exhibitions. When the first student
engages in an original scientific experiment, original work in science becomes
common. When the first child constructs a skyscraper with blocks, .M anhattan
takes form in all its magnificence. When the first child makes a hook shot on the
basketball court, others quickly follow. Some of you are old enough to remember
the Fossberry Flop. For years, the western roll dominated high jumping until a
young man by the name ofFossberry changed the pattern with his flop. Within a
year, competitive high jumpers throughout the world, male and female, were using
the flop. The western roll was history. The standard truly changed. The standard
beam went up by at least a foot in international competitions.
In active settings, in which students are encouraged to carry out their work
in their own ways, to follow their own interests and intentions, and in which they
have the time to do good work, the work gets better. In this manner, new and more
complex standards arc being developed all the time. Most of our educational settings, however, aren't organized to support such possibilities. Children and young
people have little time to complete work they can truly honor. And it is through
work they can honor that standards that matter get set and advanced. In this standards' context, will there be time for students to do good work that grows from
their own intentions, from questions they have, around things that truly matter for
them? Will the premium be on more and more- that continuing fascination with
coverage- or on much less with higher quality? Will standards be real work or
checklists to work through?
Writing might serve to extend this idea of work to be honored. Those who
are encouraging active writing programs make clear that serious writing for children (as well as adults) takes thought and time and is almost never unsituated, far
removed from personal experience or interest, disconnected from an individual's
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way of interpreting the world. It always has a context. How will this writing be
assessed in this new standards' time? Even if students are actually asked to write,
I worry that the exercises will make little connection to important contextual
matters. Moreover, given all the mandates, the classroom dynamics, what is studied and talked about, will most likely be narrowed-stunting the richness it needs
if language is to flourish.
What we know from long experience is that the best person to judge particular children's writing, their progress as writers, their writing biographies, as it
were, is in most cases the teacher closest to them. That shouldn't surprise anyone.

It is the classroom teacher who is in the best position to know the questions a particular child has been raising and refer, when reading a piece of writing, to previous pieces of writing, to the particular book the child is curren tly reading, to the
genres or authors that the child is most inclined toward at the moment, to a painting just completed, to a trip recently taken, to the new baby sister in the home, to
the spring flooding across the community's many glacial lakebeds, to the special
meadow colors, to the classroom's human mosaic. It is that teacher, deeply involved
with the child as writer, who knows the next question to raise, when to push and
when not to, wh o can judge the meaning and quality of a piece of that child's writing, who is in a position to help the child get to a new level. It is this outlook that
should govern our work. It would put the question of standards around writing
more directly into the teachers' hands. It would be very local and very situated.
That isn't the discussion I hear in this standards' time. Children will most likely be
asked to write to some unsituated prompt on a particular day, at a particular time.
W ho, given such circumstances, will want to make a judgment about these children's writing?
Earlier in the summer I was, as it turned out and not surprisingly, the
distaff presenter on a standards-based reform panel. The most ardent of the. supporters suggested that making 30% of Chicago's students go to summer school or
face non promotion on the basis of their scores on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills
was the epitome of high standards. (Note that the use of standards here has yet
another meaning.) Summer school or retention was described as finally becomi ng
serious about education. I worry that "high standards," no matter how the language of content gets written and rewritten, will come to mean little more than a
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score on a test. I see nothing salutary in this. I can't imagine that this is a route to
high quality schools.
The standards-based reform direction is generally d iscussed as new to
American education, getting us caught up with other major industrialized countries in the world. We should all exert caution every time we hear that something
relating to sch ools is new. It usually means that those speaking of the new haven't
chosen to examine the historical record. O ur need for histo rical perspective is
always large. O therwise, we lose sight of the larger context, the roots of our work.
We also lose, I believe, the pote ntial for genuine reform. In addition, we should
worry when the motivation to do something educationally is to help us catch up
with some other country-a stance that seems to look right past the students
most of us see day in and day out, almost as if they aren't there. I envision here a
group of 6- or 7-year-olds being told that they have to study hard to make sure
we stay ahead of the Japanese. Why woul<l any of these children care about competition with Japan? Why should their teachers even have that in mind?

If late 19th century teachers in many parts of the country could hear the
current discussion- that they didn't have a carefully articulated set of ideas, facts,
curriculum to teach, or that they didn't have tests to determine promotion- they
would wonder about our historical knowledge. One of the key promotion gates
then was at grade 6. The historical record has many teach ers noting it was the
grade level no one really wanted to teach because .i t meant much of the year was
spent prepping students for the test. Teachers spoke of it as a "non teaching year."
Did students fail ? Many did, and most were the same students who failed the
promotion-gate tests of the 1930s, 1970s, and 198os-those who were poor, recent
immigrants, persons of color. Can anyone really believe it will be different as high
stakes tests take hold again? Is there anything in the history to suggest that 11011promotion, what is increasingly encouraged in this standmds era, results in
improved achievement or contributes to students staying in school to graduation?
I h ave found nothing in the historical record that supports such a proposition.
In most sch ool districts, L atino and African American students are already
retained much earlier and at much higher rates than their white peers. And young
children cite "nonpromotion" as one of their worst fears. M aybe they will feel d ifferently if 30% of them are retained at some point. Is that the research study any
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of us really wants to pursue? ]Vloreover, even without talk of standards and retention, there are already several million U.S. students who are over age in high
school because of earlier retention. Ask secondary teachers about their experience
with such students. They aren't likely to talk about how much these students
benefited from their earlier failures. W hy do we believe now that failure in school,
or the fear of failure, should be seen as an incentive to or motivation for higher
quality performance?
Do we have any evidence that establishi·ng high-stakes tests increases overall achievement? There is evidence, pulled together by Jay Heubert, one of my
Harvard colleagues, that achievement levels are greater in matched settings that

don't have high-stakes tests at 8th and 10th grade and that academic indicators
plateau or decline in settings with the high-stakes tests. Walt H aney, one of our
most trusted current chroniclers of testing at Boston College notes that "the
impact of hig h stakes tests in dropout rates for minority and low SES students is
particularly striking: a 10- 14 percent increase in dropout rates betwee n grades 8
and 10, which is not even the period in which most dropouts leave school. This is
a scary scenario."
Teach ers and students are always vulnerable in any critique of schools. It was
thus at the turn of the century as well. In this recent discussion of standards, teachers have once again been singled out as obstacles. Why, after aU, should they not
embrace standards, be thrilled at the high level of iuterest being given to schools.
Teachers I work with have no inherent objection to the establishment of
academic standards. In fact, many have long expressed support for some commonly agreed-upon directions/goals, an understanding that all teachers will be
working toward some common ends. The hoped-for support for such a direction
seems, however, to have been diverted into a torrent of mandates and accompanying tests. The documents outlining "what children should know and be able to
do," which by the way is the definition of a standard in th ese contemporary, quite
nonhistorical times, are growing by leaps and bounds, supporting a view that
more is more when teachers have been led to understand that more is often less
and less is more (to paraphrase Ted Sizer).
One question being raised by teachers is: Are we moving back to a coverage model? Over the past few years, when all the talk was dece ntralization,
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putting teachers in schools in control of curriculum making and standards setting, teachers understood that uncoverage was to become the pedagogical
guide, that it was far better to pursue a smaller number of topics in-depth, slowing the pace so that students would gain greater control (understanding) over
what was being studied. The storyline was supposed to be more autonomy for
teachers and schools, reinvention, incentives for gaining waivers from
traditional school district and state curriculum mandates and regulations. Why
has all that changed?
The lists of what students are expected to know (learn) and be able to do
is growing, and the time (grade levels) for this more specific, information-laden
learning is growing more precise. If we piled up all the documents outlining
what a 4th grader should know on that 4th graders desk, we might not be able
to see the 4th grader. It all feels increasingly removed from what teachers experience day in and day out in their classrooms and schools. It is not calling upon
teachers to follow their learning passions, their particular strengths, the interests of their students, the things that matter most in the local setting. It seems
more and more like the curriculu m mandates at the turn of the century, the
early 70s, and the minimum competency directions of the early Sos when teachers were being asked, it seemed, to be intermediaries, technicians, rather than
significant decision makers.
The Wisconsin History/Social Studies Frameworks offer the following
fourth grade standard: "Show a basic understanding of the role played by religion
and civic values in the history of Wisconsin and the nation and describe how that
role is similar to or different from that role in an ancient civilization and feudal
society found in Europe or China." Who is ready for this? Will this kind of standard for 9-year-olds cause teachers to rejoice? Or does it breed cynicism?
And what is to be said of the Massachusetts standard for K-4th gradersthat they be able to explain "social and cultural differences among various societies
in Africa, Asia, Europe and South America, now and long ago"? H ow, a
Cambridge-based anthropologist noted in a letter to the State Board of Education,
can 4th graders
be expected to understand the differences between the economic systems of
contemporary Europe, contemporary China, contemporary India, among the
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Mayas, Incas and Aztecs-moving up to those that now prevail in Peru,
Colombia and Mexico, and not forgetting the economic systems of Ancient
China, India and Central and Southern Africa, to name only a few? How
long do the authors imagine it would take to teach young children the information and skills necessary to explain such differences and vast time frames?
L et's not forget that these same young children must also be able to explain
differences in religious influences, social and political organization, important
holidays and celebrations Hnd fa mily roles across the spectrum of world history now and long ago. And this is just one stand ard for pre-k-4.

Again, I ask: Are we, in the end, breeding cynicism, something we don't
need more of in the public discourse? At public hearings on the Social Studies
Standards in several cities across Massachusetts, not a single teacher offered a positive response. By and large, they noted how few materials existed, especially at the
K-4 area, how unengaging much of the specified content is, how little it relates to
what is exciting in history.
Now, teacher criticism isn't the whole story, but without teachers, their
interes t and commitment, very little of consequence will happen. There is a long
history to support this view.
The long lists being promulgated also stand alongside the fact that schools
h ave long had pedagogical and structural constraints on teachers' being able to
engage students as productively as they would like. The schools are, for example,
still too large; students aren't known well enough; what is outlined to be studied
in schools doesn't match well with student intentions or the world that studen ts
and teachers see day in and day out; class time is typically too short for students
to do their best work; resources are inequitably distributed; teachers have little
time to meet together for planning (and this litany could be extended).
What if all secondary teachers worked only with 40-60 students, which
many of us have advocated for decades? What if all elementary school classrooms
had 16- 18 children? What if all schools were small enough for students to develop genuine relationships with powerful adults? What if all the school facilities
were physically attractive and well maintained? What if all stude nts had the print
and technological resources they needed? What if society assured that the physical health and social welfare needs of children and families were taken care of
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well? If those circumstances existed, we might be having a very different educational conversation. These issues, though, aren't discussed much in this standards
period. It is as if they are not particularly important, certainly not relevant to the
progress of children and young people as learners. Yet, most of these conditions
are the norm in and around our independent schools and in many of our suburban schools, which serve our more privileged populations and have long been
viewed as successful, even without the benefit of the new State Standards. It
might be helpful to reconnect to John Dewey's often quoted statement: "What
the best and wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the community want
for all its children." If school A isn't good enough for any of our children, it quite
possibly isn't good enough for any child.

If standards documents from the states or federal government must be
writte n, what would most satisfy teachers? What would be closer to their longstanding interests in standards that go beyond individual schools? A standards
document of ro-20 pages outlining the large hopes for students at various levels
of schooling would seem sufficient. This would leave teachers in schools, working with their students and parents, a basis for developing serious curricular pathways to those large goals/standards and defining the evidence that would be
accepted for meeting the related performance expectations. Given this kind of
genuine responsibility, they would want to be publicly accountable. Debbie Meier
suggests, in relation to the foregoing, setting only one standan.l for schools: that
they work toward the kind of judgment, dispositions we would most like a juror
to possess- the ability to withhold judgment, fairness, able to distinguish
between what is plausible and implausible, etc. Could we work with this? Would
it demand a rigorous, challenging curriculum? I think so.
At Central Park East here in New York, teachers have put forward what
they define as "habits of mind"-intellectual qualities they are trying to cultivate- and a set of Portfolio requirements (standards) that outline what students
are to do to demonstrate their use of the habits of mind in relation to various subject matters. The standards are being developed around the actual work of students as teachers ask on a continuing basis, "What causes us to say this work is
distinguished? satisfactory? acceptable? unsatisfactory?" It is a dynamic process,
si tuated, with a context, always under revision. What is clear is that the quality of
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student work has gone up dramatically over the years. T here is no reason to
believe that adhering to the standards' lists being developed in New York State
will cause Central Park East to become better. D oing so will likely cause standards, as defined in the school, to fall. Critically, the personal- professional investment of teachers would also likely decline.
Should teachers in schools, working closely with parents and students,
reach some common understandings about what they most want to be able to say
about their students when they leave the school? I think so! Should teachers
develop consciously and share publicly what they most want students to understand and be able to do when t hey leave their classrooms, their courses, and be
ready to demonstrate how that relates to larger school-wide purposes. I think so!
Do teachers want to pursue such directions? Most do! D o teachers want to develop means of assessi ng student growth as learners that are authentic, situated,
speak to stuclents' understandings over time? Most would li ke to.
So where are we? As I examine the standards arena, I see sets of documents
that have gotten too big, too weighty, too prescriptive, looki ng too much like a new
set of mandates, accompanied by more and more high-stakes tests and threats of
nonpromotion and nongraduation. These directions are no longer about standards.
They are about standardization. Will they move schools to new heights of performance? Probably not! Will students understand more fully than ever before the
critical ideas, the foundational elements of the various subject matters? Probably
not! Will schools be more exciting places, more connected to their communities,
the world, related more fully to student intentions, bringing forward higher levels
of student commitment? I don't know why this would be the case.
Do schools need to be better? Yes-but this has always been the case, in
every period of our history. Who among us isn't going into this new school year
committed to the better-wanti ng a more productive curriculum, attending to
children more positively, making new connections with parents, bringing new,
more challenging materials to the classroom? Do we have a sense of how to get
better schools? I think so. We have many examples of very good schools that motivate students, excite teachers and parents, encourage active citizenship, and where
portfolios are foll of work students can honor. In this era, we appear to want to call
these schools "exceptions" and ignore them.
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What has contributed to the success, for example, of the Central Park East
Schools, elementary and secondary? I use the Central Park East schools only
because life in these schools has been described so fully in the public and educational media, not because they are necessarily better than many other schools with
similar purposes. Standards have played a large role, but they have been developed
within the schools. They are simple and relate closely to ongoing, locally organized curricular and pedagogical practices. In the secondary school, teachers meet
together 3-5 hours a week to discuss student work, a mea11s uf working out standards and developing the kind of rich curriculum that invites new, even higher
standards. Further, teachers in the high school, working with no more than 40-45
students a day, have developed a coaching mode of instruction; there is time for
good work to be produced. The work of the school is related to the surrounding
communi ty. The experience of the Central Park East school can be the experience
of most schools. T he late Lillian Weber, a Bank Street graduate and close friend
of Barbara Biber, noted in relation to the foregoing: "If something good exists in
even one school, in one classroom, it is possible." I agree; ifit is possible at Central
Park East, it is possible in every school in New York City, in every school in the
United States.
Unfortunately, rather than considering what it would take for large-scale
progressive change, we are drowning in a language that is not very clear, prepared
to engage in practices that seem overly punitive in tone and removed from many
of the realjties of schools. Given the history of such elaborate efforts, it will likely collapse under the weight of the language, paper, and complexity as previous
efforts of this sort did. This doesn't mean, of course, that those in the schools
won't figure out ways to deal with it all. T hey migh t even bring enough creativity to it to make some parts of it work without too much damage, and possibly
some benefit. But so much energy and good will will be wasted in the process.
I wish we were in a better place.
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